With the ever-increasing emphasis on accountability, graduation, and student learning outcomes at institutions of higher education throughout the United States, colleges and universities continue to focus much of their efforts on how to best retain their students. Although the vast majority of students are likely to drop out during the first year of college (Tinto, 1993) , college dropout and stopout occurs across the college years. Recent statistics compiled by American College Testing, Inc. (2009) clearly demonstrate the scope of the problem, particularly by institutional type. American College Testing's 2009 national statistics indicate that the first-year to secondyear persistence rates in the United States ranged from a low of 53.7% for 2-year public colleges to a high of 80.6% for private PhDgranting institutions. On average, 34.1% of freshmen students did not persist to their second year of college. With respect to graduation rates, these figures fair worse. The average 5-year national graduation rate reported was 38.4% for master's-granting, public universities, whereas it was 65.1% for PhDgranting, private universities. Research also indicates that these statistics are significantly lower for African American and Latino students, compared with White or Asian American students (Swail, Redd, & Perna, 2003) .
Over the past four decades of research, the higher education community has learned much about the scope of the problem of college student attrition and the student populations most affected. Numerous theoretical frameworks have been proposed to explain the phenomenon (e.g., Bean, 1982; Bean & Eaton, 2000; Nora, Barlow, & Crisp, 2005; Spady, 1970 Spady, , 1971 Swail et al., 2003; Tinto, 1975 Tinto, , 1993 . The most prevailing of these frameworks is that of Vincent Tinto (1993) , whose model places prime importance on college students' academic and social integration experiences as cornerstones to retention: where students' Counseling and Development 43(3) roles as agents of their own futures exercise the freedom to seek out and partake (or not) of the activities that will allow them to become successful. It is these two componentsacademic and social integration-that are believed to affect student retention the most. Such has been the popularity of Tinto's model that, in her presidential address at the 2006 Association for the Study of Higher Education annual meeting, Estela Mara Bensimon came to dub it the "Tintonian Dynasty" (Bensimon, 2006) . In a subsequently published article, Bensimon (2007) takes notice that more than 700 works have cited Tinto's (1993) work. Despite the fact that the model has been criticized on several grounds, but particularly for its lack of empirical support (Braxton & Lien, 2000) and because it poorly explains the unique experiences of many ethnic minority, firstgeneration, and nontraditional college students (Bensimon, 2007; Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, & Hengstler, 1992; Rendón, Jalomo, & Nora, 2000; Tierney, 1992; Tierney & Hagedorn, 2002) , the model lives on.
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Researchers continue to theorize and explore the effect of academic, social, personal, psychological, cognitive, and structural variables on college student persistence and success. The concept of sense of belonging (SB) has only recently been introduced to this literature (Hurtado & Carter, 1996) , and a few studies have now begun to examine its role in college student transitions and in some instances in promoting retention (Hausmann, Ye, Shofield, & Woods, 2009; Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 2002 . In fact, SB has been described as "a critical aspect in retaining all students, and particularly students of color" (Maestas, Vaquera, & Muñoz Zehr, 2007, p. 238) . The construct of SB has evolved little over the last decade; whereas its measurement has primarily been conducted through one or few items composing a unidimensional scale or, as in the case of Hoffman et al. (2002 Hoffman et al. ( -2003 , through a multidimensional instrument. However, none of these studies has devoted its full attention to the development and validation of extended measures via confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), for example.
It was only recently that France, Finney, and Swerdzewski (2010) introduced a related instrument assessing students' attachment to their university and focused on full construct validation of this related construct. If, as recent literature suggests, SB represents an intermediate outcome of the college experience that mediates between a student's status in college and retention or degree completion (Hurtado et al., 2007) , it seems to follow that instruments measuring this construct be as carefully designed as possible. Concomitantly, their psychometric properties ought to be assessed as well. Hence, the purpose of this article is to examine the factorial structure of the Sense of Belonging Scales (SOBS; Hoffman et al., 2002 Hoffman et al., -2003 with a highly diverse university student sample composed of freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors.
This article extends the literature on SB by conducting the first validation of this promising instrument reported in the literature and it does this using CFA. In keeping with Hurtado et al.'s (2007) admonition on the importance of "determin[ing] whether students experience differential levels of sense of belonging" (p. 845), and given the likelihood that students across the college years are likely to report different levels of SB, this article discusses outcomes pertaining to an invariance analysis by students' class standing at the university, namely, between lower division and upper division college students. Prior to delving into the details of the validation study, a brief review of the literature on SB is presented below.
Literature Review
The construct of SB, although not foreign to higher education, has been studied minimally and only with select college student populations. Introduced by Hurtado and Carter (1997) to the higher education literature, but grounded in the works of Bollen and Hoyle (1990) , SB has been defined as an individual's sense of identification or positioning in relation to a group or to the college community, which may yield an affective response. It also characterizes a person's perceived belief of indispensability within a system (Anant, 1966) and the need for frequent and ongoing relational interactions to feel himself or herself a part of something greater, a motivation sufficient to drive behavior (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) . In the context of college settings, students' SB has been proposed to be reflective of studentfaculty relationships, student-peer relationships, and student-classroom interactions (Hoffman et al., 2002 (Hoffman et al., -2003 . Hausmann et al. (2009) also point out that SB closely approximates the concept of "fitting in" and institutional commitment that college retention models sometimes integrate. Similarly, France et al. (2010) propose that students often demonstrate attachment not only to their university but to other students as well.
Most research conducted to date on SB has focused on the experiences of racial/ethnic minorities in navigating the college culture and to a lesser extent on its link to college student persistence. Some studies have examined how the campus racial climate affects students' SB at their institutions, particularly for students of color (Johnson et al., 2007; Nuñez, 2009; Strayhorn, 2008) . In examining the antecedents of SB of Latino college students, Hurtado and Carter (1997) found that perceptions of a hostile racial climate on the second year of college directly and negatively affected Latinos' SB in their junior year. The authors noted that "Latino students are less likely to feel part of the campus community if they perceive racial tension or have experienced discrimination" (p. 337). However, they also noted that early, positive transition experiences can enhance SB in later academic years.
In a related study, Locks, Hurtado, Bowman, and Osegura (2008) assess how SB is influenced by the quality of peer relationships associated with diversity on campus for White students and students of color. Results suggested that frequent and positive interactions with diverse students were positively associated with a higher SB. Perceived racial tension, on the other hand, negatively affected belonging. The study also found an indirect but positive effect between the number of hours students spent socializing per week on SB, mediated through positive diverse peer interactions. Similar findings were reported by Hurtado et al. (2007) for White and underrepresented minority science and nonscience students. The value of experience with diversity was also found to be significant in a study by Maestas et al. (2007) . Specifically, socializing with students different from themselves and holding positive perceptions toward affirmative action significantly accounted for a portion of the variance in SB. Additionally, Maestas et al. found that being socially involved in a fraternity or sorority, holding a leadership role in a student organization, faculty expressing interest in students' development, and living on campus were all predictors of SB.
As noted earlier, some researchers contend that SB is inextricably linked to college student retention and, in some instances, has been described as critical in retaining students, especially students of color (Maestas et al., 2007) . In one of the most methodologically sophisticated studies conducted to date, Hausmann et al. (2009) sought to determine if an intervention designed to increase African American and White students' SB would affect their level of commitment to college and persistence. Their study found that the intervention was only effective in increasing White students' SB. However, SB was found to have a direct and positive effect on commitment to college, an indirect effect on both intention to persist, and on actual persistence for both groups. This said, their results clearly indicated that although SB significantly contributed to the total variance in either intentionality to persist or to persistence, there were other factors that accounted most significantly for these outcomes, including encouragement from family and friends, institutional commitment, GPA, goal commitment, and academic development. Nonetheless, the authors conclude that in designing interventions aimed at impacting student persistence, systematically "bolstering sense of belonging" (Hausmann et al., 2009, p. 667 ) may indeed affect students' behavior.
Of the SB studies published to date in the higher education literature, only one examines Counseling and Development 43(3) the development and initial validation of the SOBS (Hoffman et al., 2002 (Hoffman et al., -2003 that is of relevance to the present study. Unlike most other studies reviewed here that propose a unidimensional construct definition for SB, the SOBS' authors contend that SB is multidimensional in nature and reflective of studentfaculty relationships, student-peer relationships, and student-classroom interactions. In the course of the initial validation of the instrument, the authors describe that students enrolled in a learning community reported higher degrees of SB across measures, compared with freshmen students enrolled in a freshman experience seminar. They attribute the higher scores to the increased attention students receive from faculty and peers. Although not citing specific statistics to support their claim, the authors note that they find "strong evidence for the utility of a Sense of Belonging instrument and its ability to add to the discipline's general knowledge about the factors that contribute to student persistence in college" (p. 251).
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Purpose of the Study
As evident in the works described above, the literature on SB is evolving and in need of further elaboration. Although the body of literature is not yet extensive, it has quickly clustered around the experiences of ethnic minority students with the racial campus climate. It is interesting to note that the vast majority of these studies tend to focus on the experiences of Latino students to a higher degree than of other non-White students.
Although much has been written about the purported link between SB and student retention, there is very little empirical evidence to substantiate these claims. To put it simply, additional research must be conducted before one may conclusively ascertain how the two are interconnected. This study begins to address this question by initially describing the validation of the SOBS (Hoffman et al., 2002 (Hoffman et al., -2003 with a highly diverse student sample. Unlike the original study, which used an exclusively freshman student sample, consisting overwhelmingly of White, residential students, the present study incorporates data from highly diverse freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors attending an urban university. Given that the original factor structure of the SOBS was derived through principle components analysis (PCA), not exploratory factor analysis (EFA), this article will first present the results of an EFA (Study 1), followed by a CFA (Study 2) that uses as its base model the factorial structure resulting from the EFA. It then goes on to discuss an invariance analysis conducted for students' class standing at the university. Evidence in support of concurrent validity is also presented.
Method
Participants and Procedures
Data collection for this study took place at a master's-level university in the West Coast. The institution may be classified as primarily nonresidential, large, urban, and multiply diverse. As is customary for research involving human participants, approval from the institutional research board was secured. Potential participants were initially identified with the assistance of the institutional research office, which generated a database of 4,000 randomly selected students to whom an e-mail invitation was sent requesting they volunteer their time by answering a 30-minute online survey. The survey was open for 3 weeks commencing Week 14 of a 16-week semester. Students were offered the opportunity to enter a drawing for an iPod Shuffle as incentive to participate. An e-mail reminder was sent after 1 week.
The initial sample for the study consisted of 916 participants who completed the SOBS (Hoffman et al., 2002 (Hoffman et al., -2003 in its entirety. Given the interest in validating the factorial structure of the instrument and the fact that its factorial structure has not been assessed with individuals other than freshmen students, the sample was randomly divided in SPSS 17.0 into two groups, stratifying for gender, race/ethnicity, and class standing. The first subsample for an EFA study consisted of 463 (50.5%) students. The second subsample for a CFA study consisted of 453 (49.5%) students. 
Instrumentation
Sense of Belonging Scales. The SOBS (Hoffman et al., 2002 (Hoffman et al., -2003 consists of 26 items distributed among five subscales assessing aspects of student belongingness in a college setting. Thematically, these items encompass peer-to-peer relationships, student-tofaculty relationships, and classroom-specific interactions. The sample for the norming study consisted of 205 freshmen students attending an East Coast university, who were enrolled in either a freshman seminar or a learning community seminar. Most participants were female (71%), White (85%), lived on campus (83%), and all were between the ages of 18 and 20 years.
The instrument was derived using PCA following an extended development phase. Hoffman et al. (2002 Hoffman et al. ( -2003 report conducting two independent PCAs. The first was on 50 items about peer-to-peer relationships, which yielded five interpretable components, and the second on 35 items characterizing student-to-faculty relationships, which yielded four components. The authors then combined the resulting components, consisting of 26 items total, and proceeded to conduct a final PCA. Based on this analysis, the 26 items (three negatively stated) loaded into five components (scales), accounting for 63.3% of the variance. The scales are perceived peer support (8 items; a = .87), perceived faculty support/comfort (6 items; a = .87), perceived classroom comfort (4 items; a = .90), perceived isolation (4 items; a = .82), and empathetic faculty understanding (4 items; a = .85). Items are measured using a Likert-type scale anchored by 1 (completely true) to 5 (completely untrue). Lower scores on the SOBS are indicative of a higher SB. A sample item for the perceived classroom comfort scale is "It is difficult to meet other students in class."
Although the SOBS shows promise and is characterized by moderate degrees of internal consistency, its psychometric properties have not yet been assessed, nor has its factorial structure. Hoffman et al. (2002 Hoffman et al. ( -2003 reported that additional data would be collected to examine the factor structure of the SOBS through CFA; however, this study has not been published to date. Tovar, Simon, & Lee, 2009) rep resents a second generation instrument assessing college students' perceptions of mattering to their institutions, to institutional agents such as professors and counselors/ advisors, and to other students. Briefly, mattering has been described as an external form of validation and a motive: "the feeling that others depend on us, are interested in us, are Table 5 in Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, and Salomone (2002-2003) . b. Items on the Sense of Belonging Scales were renumbered sequentially by factor as reported by Hoffman et al. (2002 Hoffman et al. ( -2003 for ease of labeling in present study. Boldface values denote factor loadings for extracted items for each factor. c. Item reverse scored before analysis concerned with our fate, or experience us as an ego-extension [that] exercises a powerful influence on our actions" (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981, p. 165) . According to Tovar et al. (2009) , "The perception of mattering is both emotionally and cognitively related to a sense of belonging to and with others, thereby reducing feelings of marginality or disconnectedness to the social context" (p. 155), which in turn affects how significant individuals feel to the key people in their lives (Marshall, 2001) . In addition to the interpersonal effects of mattering just described, mattering has been noted to affect college student involvement, retention, and belonging (Schlossberg, Lynch, & Chickering, 1989; Tovar et al., 2009 ). The CMI was derived through EFAs and CFAs and normed with both community college and university students. The CMI consists of a total mattering scale (29 items; a = .91) and five subscales: General College Mattering (8 items; a = .89), Mattering Versus Marginality (6 items; a = .83), Mattering to Counselors (5 items; a = .84), Mattering to Instructors (4 items; a = .76), Mattering to Students (3 items; a = .77), and Perception of Value (3 items; a = .72).
Other measures. The online survey for the present study incorporated various items pertaining to students' sense of interpersonal relatedness to institutional agents (i.e., instructors, counselors) and other students. Sociodemographic items and validity items asking participants to respond in a prescribed manner were also incorporated. Surveys were deemed valid only when such items were answered as requested. A sample validity item within the SOBS is "Please mark #4 as your response for this row."
Statistical Analyses
Given that only a single study on the factorial structure of the SOBS has been reported in the literature to date (Hoffman et al., 2002 (Hoffman et al., -2003 , and data for its development came from freshmen students attending a predominantly White institution, this research project sought to conduct two analyses using data collected from freshmen, sophomore, junior, and senior students attending a racially diverse university.
Study 1 encompassed an EFA of the SOBS. Unlike the original SOBS that used PCA, this study used principal axis factoring (PAF) with varimax rotation in SPSS 17.0. The use of PCA has been criticized in the literature as being primarily a data reduction method, not pure factor analysis; PAF has been found to reproduce population loadings more accurately (Henson & Roberts, 2006; Widaman, 1993) . This study used the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett's test of sphericity to determine if factor analysis was appropriate for the cases/variables in the study. Item and factor retention decisions were guided by the following: (a) a minimum communality of .30 for each item retained, (b) all items must have a minimum loading of .40 on a single factor, (c) items loading on any given factor must be theoretically related to the other items, (d) Horn's (1965) parallel analysis (PA) and Velicer's (1976) minimum average partial (MAP) test would guide the factor extraction decision, and (e) a minimum of three items should be included in each factor. The scree test and eigenvalue greaterthan-one rule of thumb were used on an ad hoc basis, as these methods are not recommended for stand-alone use because they tend to underextract or overextract factors, respectively (Lee & Comrey, 1979; Wood, Tataryn, & Gorsuch, 1996) . Some studies have found that PA pinpoints most accurately the number of factors to retain, followed by the MAP test, particularly, when compared with the eigenvalue-greater-than-one rule or the scree test (Thompson & Daniel, 1996; Velicer, Eaton, & Fava, 2000) .
Statistical analyses for Study 2 were guided by the derived factor structure stemming from the EFA above. It was decided a priori that respecification of the hypothesized model would be pursued if multiple indices of fit, residual error terms, modification indices, and their accompanying expected parameter indicated that the model did not fit the data adequately. The indices used included the c 2 to degrees of freedom (df) ratio, the normed fit index (NFI), the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). Note should be taken that the c 2 statistic is significantly influenced by sample size and often leads to rejection of a hypothesized model (Byrne, 2009) . Hence, the importance of evaluating model fit with multiple indices. Optimal values desired for these indices are reported in Table 3 . Once an acceptable model was identified, assessment of structural invariance followed for class standing. According to the guidelines offered by Byrne (2009) and Dimitrov (2006) , the focus on invariance was on testing increasingly restrictive models, starting with the invariance of factor loadings. Given invariant parameters, the analysis continued by imposing additional equality constraints in error covariances and factor cov ariances. Where statistically significant differences were found, the parameter in question was freely estimated.
Results
Results for the two studies conducted are presented below.
Study 1: Exploratory Factor Analysis
A PAF analysis with varimax rotation was conducted on the 26 items comprising the SOBS scales as proposed by Hoffman et al. (2002 Hoffman et al. ( -2003 . As noted earlier, the KaiserMeyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy for the set and for individual items and Bartlett's test of sphericity were reviewed, indicating factor analysis was appropriate. With respect to factor extraction, results of the PA (95th percentile) indicated that five factors be Note: NFI = normed fit index; CFI = comparison fit index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation. a. Kline (1998) . b. Bentler (1992) . c. Bentler (1990) . d. Hu and Bentler (1999) .
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retained. The MAP test, on the other hand, indicated that three factors be retained. These procedures were carried out using O'Connor's (2000) SPSS programs.
As an initial step, results of the EFA were reviewed to identify items with low communalities, items cross-loading on more than one factor, and those with loadings below .40. After three iterations to address the above issues, items SOBS15, SOBS19, SOBS24, SOBS25, and SOBS26 were removed owing to crossloading on two or more factors, whereas item SOBS05 was removed owing to a loading of <.40. By the third iteration, it became clear that three factors with 20 items should be retained, which together accounted for 57.5 percent of the variance postrotation. Communalities ranged from .32 to .88 (mean h 2 = .58), and all items loaded on a single, theoretically consistent, and interpretable factor, with no cross-loadings. The final Kaiser-MeyerOlkin measure of sampling adequacy was .92 and Bartlett's test of sphericity was significant, c 2 (190, N = 463) = 5,791.81, p < .001. As noted in Table 2 , the retained items converged in a theoretically consistent manner, albeit into three general factors-not the five factors reported by Hoffman et al. (2002 Hoffman et al. ( -2003 . Items pertaining to faculty-student relationships loaded on a single factor, as did items relating to peer-to-peer interactions. Classroom environment items remained as noted by the SOBS authors. The three converging factors in this study are perceived faculty understanding/ comfort (8 items), perceived peer support (8 items), and perceived classroom comfort (4 items).
Study 2: Confirmatory Factor Analysis and Multigroup Invariance Analysis
A CFA of the factor structure of the SOBS derived through EFA in Study 1 was conducted. The hypothesized model consisted of three factors with a total of 20 items as noted in Table 2 . Maximum likelihood estimation was used to perform the CFA. Based on CFA model assessment guidelines provided by Byrne (2009) , a simple structure of the SOBS was sought. Items cross-loading on two or more factors were deemed a threat to discriminant validity and were deleted from further analysis when the modification index (MI) value approximated 15 units and the expected parameter change (EPC) approached or exceeded .200. These guidelines have been reported in practice in the validation of two interpersonal mattering instruments-a construct closely related to SB- (Elliott, Kao, & Grant, 2004; Tovar et al., 2009) . Where standardized residuals, MIs, and the EPC suggested model misfit, the offending items were deleted, albeit guided by theory. The same guidelines were followed for error disturbances, whose MI and EPC suggested that allowing them to correlate might improve model fit. In permitting error terms to correlate, the researcher must carefully consider the consequence of this action and ensure that substantive and theoretical consideration guide error correlations (MacCallum, 1995) . Error covariances often derive from characteristics of either the items in question (e.g., tapping into similar constructs, redundancy) or the respondents (Aish & Jöreskog, 1990) . Finally, the first congeneric variable for each factor was fixed to a 1.0 loading and to a zero loading on all other factors. The error terms associated with the observed variables were assumed to be independent of all other error terms.
Evaluation of Model Fit. This section describes
the results of the three CFAs conducted. The first part discusses the outcomes for the hypothesized model and is followed by the discussion of the outcomes for the two respecified models. All analyses were conducted using AMOS 17.0. (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1988) . The largest residual of 4.00 was between Indicators 22 and 26. Large MIs suggested the cross-loading of items SOBS18 and SOBS26 on the perceived classroom comfort factor (MI = 15.57 and 14.62, respectively). The MI for item SOBS09 suggested a possible crossloading on the perceived peer support scale (MI = 13.89). Additionally, its error term was strongly correlated with e22 and e03 (MI = 56.28 and 19.34, respectively) . Other large error covariances were also observed between e18 with e17 and e14 (MI = 84.69 and 23.43, respectively) and e14 and e16. (MI = 52.18). Given the large standardized residuals, the large error covariance, and the cross-loadings described, respecification of the model was pursued with the deletion of items SOBS09, SOBS14, SOBS18, and SOBS26.
Respecified Model 1-Three factors/16 items. Post hoc model adjustment was pursued in an attempt to develop a better fitting model. Fit statistics for the respecified model are presented in Table 3 , along with the originally hypothesized model for comparison. Results demonstrated significant improvement in model fit over the originally hypothesized model, c 2 (101, N = 453) = 289.45, p < .001, c 2 /df = 2.87, NFI = .93, CFI = .96, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .06 (90% CI = .056, .073). All values in the standardized residuals matrix had absolute values < 2.58. However, a large error covariance between e16 and e23 (MI = 21.91) was evident. Examining these items shows that both form part of the peer relationships factor. As noted above, large modification indices are often suggestive of content redundancy or of individuals' characteristics. Although this redundancy is not evident in the strongest terms, it is plausible that students as a group have come to associate these two phenomena as precursors to establishing a SB in the classroom: (a) meet and interact with other students and (b) befriend and establish personal relationships with a few of these individuals.
Given this plausible scenario, respecification of the model was pursued one final time by permitting e16 and e23 to correlate. Respecified Model 2-Three factor/16 items with error covariance freely estimated. The final respecified model permitted e16 and e23 to covary. The examination of goodness-of-fit statistics demonstrated significant improvement in model fit over Model 2 (see Table 3 ); c 2 (100, N = 453) = 265.67, p < .001, c 2 /df = 2.66, NFI = .94, CFI = .96, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .06 (90% CI = .052, .069). As expected, all standardized residuals had absolute values < 2.58. Inspection of the MIs suggested an additional possible covariance between e01 and e02 (MI = 22.82). However, the expected parameter change of .157 for this covariance was deemed small. In the interest of parsimony and out of concern for overfitting the model, this respecified Model 2 is presented as the best-fitting model. Standardized and unstandardized parameter estimates are presented in Figure 1 , all statistically significant at p < .001.
Invariance Testing for Students' University Class Standing
Following the CFA discussed above, two CFAs were conducted for students' college class standing-lower division students (freshmen and sophomores) and upper division students (juniors and seniors) using the factor structure derived in respecified Model 2 above. Although the original intent of this research study was to conduct invariance analyses among all four class levels, the smaller sample sizes for freshmen and sophomore students, in comparison with juniors and seniors, prevented this from taking place. Instead, students were grouped into lower and upper division classifications. This division is consistent with the literature finding that statistical and substantive differences are found in subject knowledge and academic skills-from the time of entry through the senior year of college (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) . As noted in Table 3 , fit indices supported the structure of the general model for each group. Table 3 also presents a summary of goodness-of-fit statistics for the assessment of class standing invariance for both the measurement and structural models. Byrne (2009) notes that the assessment of invariance encompasses the comparison of a baseline modelno constraints, c 2 (200, N = 453) = 409.11-against increasingly restrictive models to deter mine if they are significantly different (not invariant). This is done by examining a change in the c 2 values between the two models. As an initial step, all factor loadings, variances, covariances, and error covariances were constrained equal in the model. As noted in Table 3 , this model fit the data well, thus signaling that all parameters were invariant for student class standing. The model (Model 2) resulted in a c 2 value of 436.76 with df = 220. In comparing this model with the baseline model, the resulting c 2 difference was 27.65 (df = 20, p = .12). Indices of fit also supported the adequacy of the model, c 2 /df = 1.99, NFI = .90, CFI = .95, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .047 (90% CI = 0.040, 0.053).
Latent Mean Structure Analysis
Latent mean structure analysis for Model 2 above was carried out also using AMOS 17.0 to determine if mean scores on the SOBS' factors differed significantly by class standing. Given the larger sample size for upper division students these were coded as the reference group. No statistically significant differences were found (p > .05) between the two groups, albeit scores for lower division students were slightly higher than those of upper division students: perceived faculty understanding/ comfort = .042, perceived peer support = .010, and perceived classroom comfort = .077. Hence, we may conclude that the two groups have the same latent mean.
Internal Consistency Reliability
The internal consistency for the three SOBS scales and for the entire SOBS derived from the CFA above was conducted. Accordingly, Cronbach's a coefficients are as follows: Total Sense of Belonging scale a = .90 (16 items), perceived faculty understanding/comfort scale a = .89 (7 items), perceived peer support scale a = .84 (6 items), perceived classroom comfort a = .93 (3 items). Descriptive statistics for each scale are presented for gender, race/ ethnicity, and class standing in Table 4 . With respect to gender, females expressed a lowered SB compared with their male counterparts, t(451) = 2.21, p < .05. Similarly, Asian/ Asian American, Latinos(as), and Black/ African American students were more likely than their White counterparts to indicate a lower SB in the classroom comfort scale, F(7, 452) = 2.76, p = .008.
Convergent Evidence of Validity
Convergent evidence of the external aspect of validity of the SOBS was assessed using the CMI (Tovar et al., 2009) . Although the validation study of the CMI reported using the SOBS in support of its convergent validity, the study was based on the 26 items that Hoffman et al. (2002 Hoffman et al. ( -2003 noted constituted the SOBS. As noted earlier, however, the SOBS was derived via PCA, and its factorial structure had not been assessed via CFA. Indeed, as reported in this study, the factor structure of the SOBS is substantially different from It should be noted that lower scores on the SOBS are indicative of a higher SB, whereas higher scores on the CMI are indicative of a higher sense of mattering versus marginality. Given this, it was expected that negative scale intercorrelations would be found.
As expected, scale intercorrelations fell along the hypothesized outcome. As noted in Table 5 , the pattern of intercorrelations observed lends support to the convergent evidence for the validity of the SOBS, with all but one correlation significant at p < .01. The highest observed correlation was between the perceived faculty understanding/comfort scale and the mattering to instructors scale (r = -.59). The lowest correlation was between the perceived peer support scale and the mattering to counselors scale (r = -.11).
Discussion
As noted previously, research on SB in college settings remains in its infancy. Introduced by Hurtado and Carter (1997) to the higher education literature and tracing its roots to Bollen and Hoyle (1990) , SB has been defined as an individual's sense of identification or positioning in relation to a group, which frequently results in an affective response. Despite the fact that more than 10 years have lapsed since its introduction to college research, the measurement of the construct has evolved very little. Freeman, Anderman, and Jensen (2007) note that the dimensionality of the SB construct remains to be determined. The most prevalent means for assessing students' SB has been through three items in a one-dimensional scale as originally reported by Hurtado and Carter (1997) . Although a single score on a measure of SB may suffice in select college research studies (i.e., perception of belonging at the institution), it is insufficient to assess how belonging differs in relation to students' interactions with select groups or environments within the college setting. Given the findings presented in this article and those recently published by France et al. (2010) , there is strong support for the multidimensionality of the construct. Hence, we believe there is a significant advantage in using a multidimensional SB instrument not only in research but also in practice.
This study sought to validate the factorial structure of the SOBS (Hoffman et al., 2002 (Hoffman et al., -2003 with a diverse university sample consisting of freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors. Given that the factor structure of the SOBS was originally derived via PCA with data stemming from highly homogenous freshmen students attending a residential campus, this study set out to conduct an EFA, followed by a CFA with a significantly diverse college student sample. Results indicate that the factor structure of the inventory differs significantly from that which was proposed by the authors of the SOBS. Unlike the original scale purporting that five factors (26 items) make up the SOBS, the present study found evidence in support of only three moderately correlated factors (16 items). However, consistent with the original study, the three factors are theoretically consistent and reflective of those proposed by Hoffman et al. These factors are reflective of college students' SB or cohesion to others and to their institution: instructorstudent relationships (perceived faculty understanding/comfort), student-peer relationships (perceived peer support), and studentclassroom interactions (perceived classroom comfort). Results of an invariance analysis for students' class standing at the university revealed that the SOBS factor structure did not differ statistically between lower division (freshmen/sophomores) and upper division (juniors/seniors) students, thus being class standing invariant. A latent means analysis further supported this finding. Finally, evidence in support of the instrument's internal consistency (reliability) and convergent validity further lends support for the use of the SOBS in research and in practice.
Implications for Practice
The validation of the SOBS may prove useful in assessing student perceptions of belongingness at the institution, particularly in relation to peers and faculty. Results of this assessment may, in turn, be used to develop interventions designed to assist students transition to and navigate the college environment. As research demonstrates, "Feelings of belonging help students connect with their peers and the institution, relationships that, in turn, are associated with persistence and satisfaction . . . and the value placed on academic achievement" by students (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2004, p. 119) . Furthermore, as Hurtado and Carter (1997) note, informing students of the academic, social, and physical geographies of the college is "essential" (p. 338) to increasing feelings of belongingness at the institution. So too is the promotion of educationally purposeful student-faculty interactions, student-peer interactions, and student-advisor relationships, which have the advantage of benefiting students not only socially but intellectually as well (Hoffman et al., 2002 (Hoffman et al., -2003 Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Maestas et al., 2007; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) . As agents of the college, faculty, administrators, and student affairs professionals have the power to enhance student perceptions of belonging and mattering. As noted by Tovar et al. (2009) , students whose academic and social needs are met by these agents are much more likely to perceive they matter and form a stronger bond to their institution, leading to a greater likelihood for success.
Limitations
The validity of the factorial structure of the SOBS described above may have some limitations. Consequently, its generalizability may be limited. First and foremost, data collection for this study took place at a single institution. Additionally, data were collected exclusively through an online survey, which may have affected level of participation. Next, although literature on SB asserts a connection with intentionality to persist and actual persistence behavior, the present study did not address this. Future studies should systematically address these shortcomings with a sample representative of colleges and universities across the country, and, to the degree possible, they should assess the impact of SB over time as they relate to key performance outcomes.
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